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Attorney Docket No. CISCP709 
(client file no. 4463) 

PATENT 

NETWORK ELEMENT MANAGEMENT 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention relates to managing network elements in a network. More 

specifically, the invention relates to managing network elements utilizing a network element 

dependent module that includes functions for managing a specific type of network element. 

As communication networks continue to improve, network elements (or devices) are 

being developed and sold that have an increasing number of new features. For example 

network elements can support higher bandwidths, new protocols, more ports, and the like. 

One of the problems that has plagued this industry is the difficulty of utilizing new network 

elements with new features in existing networks. 

A network management application allows users to manage network elements in a 

network. One of the difficulties with designing a network management application is it is 

difficult, if not impossible, to foresee all the new features that will be available in future 
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network elements. Therefore, as network elements become available with new features, the 

developer of the network management application typically has to release an update so that the 

network management application can manage and take advantage of the new features. 

Although providing updates to the network management application for new features 

and new network elements can achieve satisfactory results, it has a number of major 

drawbacks. Initially, modifying an existing application is very inefficient and time 

consuming. Also, modifications to the application can introduce new bugs into the 

application. Still further, consumer confidence may be lowered when an application 

developer continually releases updates to their products. 

Therefore, innovative techniques for managing network elements in a network are 

needed. It would be beneficial to provide techniques that allow new features and new network 

elements to be readily managed by a network management application. 
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SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention provides innovative techniques for managing network elements 

in a network. In general, a network element (or NE) includes a network element dependent 

software module. The network element dependent software module can specify 

characteristics of the network element and include functions (e.g., in the form of computer 

code) for managing a specific type of network element. In other words, the network element 

dependent module can provide specifications and functions that are specific to the network 

element to which the network element dependent module is associated. The network 

management application can utilize network element independent modules for functions that 

are generic to the network element type, and network element dependent modules for 

functions that are specific to the network element type. In this manner, a new network 

element can be added to a network and readily managed by the network management 

application regardless of whether the network element includes new features or is a new 

network element. Some specific embodiments of the invention are described below. 

In one embodiment, the invention provides a method of managing network elements in 

a network. A network element independent module is provided that includes functions for 

managing different types of network elements. A network element dependent module is 

provided that includes functions for managing a specific type of network element. A network 

management application calls the functions of the network element independent and 

dependent modules to manage multiple network elements in the network. In preferred 



embodiments, the functions of the network element dependent module are executable at run 

time through dynamic software loading. 

In another embodiment, the invention provides a method of managing network 

elements in a network. A request is sent to a network element for a network element 

dependent module that includes functions for managing the specific type of the network 

element. The network element dependent module is executed to create an interface to the 

network element and the interface is utilized to manage the network element. Additionally, in 

some embodiments, if the specific type and software version of the network element are the 

same as a stored network element dependent module, the stored network element dependent 

module can be utilized. 

Other features and advantages of the invention will become readily apparent upon 

review of the following description in association with the accompanying drawings, where the 

same or similar structures are designated with the same reference numerals. 



BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 shows an example of a network including multiple network elements (NE) both 

at in the metro network and on the edge of the network. 

FIG. 2 shows a block diagram of a network management application in 

communication with network element independent modules and network element dependent 

modules. 

FIG. 3 shows a flow chart of a process of managing network elements in a network. 

FIG. 4 shows a block diagram of a new network element being added to a network and 

a network management application being able to manage the new network element. 

FIG. 5 shows a flow chart of a process of managing a new network element in a 

network. 

FIGS. 6A, 6B and 6C show examples of graphical user interface windows that can be 

utilized to manage different types of network elements, whereas specifications for the network 

elements were obtained through the network element dependent modules. 



DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS 

In the description that follows, the present invention will be described in reference to 

embodiments that manage network elements in a network through network element dependent 

modules. The network elements can include switches, routers, hubs, cross-connects, 

5    multiplexors (including Wave Division Multiplexing or WDM, Dense Wave Division 

Multiplexing or DWDM, Synchronized Optical Networks or SONET and Synchronized 

Digital Hierarchy or SDH), Storage Area Networks (SAN), and the like. However, 

embodiments to the invention are not limited to any particular environment, application or 

implementation. Therefore, the description of the embodiments that follows is for purposes of 

10    illustration and not limitation. 

FIG. 1 shows an example of a network including multiple network elements and a 

network element that has been recently added to the network. The network shown is intended 

to illustrate an exemplary network that can utilize embodiments of the invention. However, 

the network does not show all the network elements that can benefit from the invention nor 

15    does it show a complete network, such as the wide area network of the Internet, to which the 

invention can be advantageously applied. 

Network data can be communicated over long distances utilizing a long haul network 

element 103. As an example, long haul network element 103 can utilize DWDM and can 

operate at terabit per second speeds such as the Cisco ONS 15808 available from Cisco 

20    Systems Inc., San Jose, CA. Within a metropolitan area, metro network elements 105 can 
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transmit network data within a ring, such as a SONET ring. An example of a metro element 

105 is the Cisco ONS 15454 available from Cisco Systems, Inc., San Jose, CA. 

An edge device (such as a switch) 107 transmits network data to and from a private 

branch exchange (PBX) 109, which is usually connected to multiple telephones (not shown). 

Additionally, an edge device 111 transmits network data to and from a computer 113. Edge 

devices can also be connected to a number of different devices and systems including 

customer premise equipment (CPE) that may include a network in and of itself. An example 

of an edge device is the Cisco ONS 15327 available from Cisco Systems, Inc., San Jose, CA. 

A new edge device 115 has been recently been added to the network shown in FIG. 1 

(as indicated by the dashed lines). Although an edge device is a good example of a network 

element that can be added to a network and utilize an embodiment of the invention, the 

invention can be advantageously applied to any network element. 

Returning to edge device 115, assume that edge device 115 is a network element that 

includes new features or is otherwise different than the other network elements on the 

network. If computer 113 is executing the network management application, conventional 

techniques may require the network management application to be updated in order for the 

application to manage the new features of edge device 115. With embodiments of the 

invention, the network management application does not need to be updated in order to 

manage edge device 115 including the new features. 



FIG. 2 shows an example of an embodiment of the invention. A network management 

application 151 is in communication with network element independent modules 153. 

Network management application 151 provides the high-level user interface for managing the 

network elements in the network. Network element independent modules provide functions 

5    for managing different types of network elements. In other words, the functions provided by 

network elements independent modules 153 are generic to the network element type. 

Network element independent modules 153 are in communication with network 

element dependent modules 155. Network element dependent modules 155 provide functions 

that support both network element dependent functionality and network element dependent 

communication protocols (e.g., one could use Common Object Request Broker Architecture 

or CORBA, another Simple Network Management Protocol or SNMP, another Transaction 

Language 1 or TL1, etc.). In preferred embodiments, network element dependent modules 

155 are stored on the network element so that the network management application can 

readily access the modules. The network element dependent module does not have to be 

deployed via the network element; it is just one example of where it can be deployed. The 

functions of the network element dependent module can be executed at run time through 

dynamic class loading. 

Accordingly, FIG. 3 shows a flow chart of a process of managing network elements in 

a network. At a step 201, a network element independent module is provided that includes 

20    functions for managing different types of network elements. A network element dependent 

module is provided that includes functions for managing a specific type of network element at 

a step 203. Additionally, at a step 205, a network management application is provided that 
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calls the functions of the network element independent and dependent modules to manage 

multiple network elements in the network. The following paragraphs will describe the 

interaction of the network management application and the network element independent and 

dependent modules in one embodiment. 

FIG. 4 shows a new network element added to a network and the interaction with the 

network management application. A network element 251 has been added to a network. 

Network elements typically include a processor and a computer readable medium (e.g., 

memory, flash memory, hard disks, and the like) that store computer code and data. Although 

new network element 251 typically will include many software applications and modules, the 

new network element is shown including an HTTP server 253 and a network element 

dependent module 255. 

New network element 251 is shown connected to a network element 257, which is 

shown connected to the remaining network 259. When new network element 251 is 

connected and functioning, the new network element will be added to the network. For 

example, with the open shortest path first (OSPF) routing algorithm, new network element 

251 would send hello packets to its neighbors, such as network element 257. Network 

element 257 would then respond by sending hello packets of its own to new network element 

251. The OSPF routing algorithm allows network elements to obtain information about their 

neighbors. 



Network element 257 would store information including the Internet Protocol (IP) 

address of new network element 251 in a table 261. Table 261 stores information regarding 

all the network elements of which network element 257 is aware. 

Because network element 257 has discovered a new network element, network 

5    element 257 issues an object change message on the network that announces that there is a 

new network element. A network management application 263 is shown including a topology 

client 265. Topology client 265 listens to the network traffic in order to receive and process 

object change messages. 

Once topology client 265 receives a topology-related object change message, 

10    information about the new network element is extracted from the network element 257 and 

stored in a table 267. Table 267 can store information (e.g., TP address) regarding network 

elements on the network and the shortest path for communicating with the network element. 

Once network management application 263 has discovered a new network element 

such as new network element 251, the network management application can send an HTTP 

15    message to new network element 251 requesting further information about the network 

element. For example, the network management application can request the network element 

type and the software version. It should be understood that further or different information 

about the new network element could be requested in other embodiments. 

Network management application 263 can initialize a network element independent 

20    module 269 for new network element 251. If the network management application receives 
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an HTTP message from new network element 251 that confirms that the type of new network 

element 251 is the same type as one of the existing network element dependent modules 271 

(could be only one), the stored network element dependent module 271 is utilized. Otherwise, 

network management application 263 sends an HTTP message to new network element 251 

requesting network element dependent module 255 for the new network element. HTTP 

server 253 responds with an HTTP message that transmits network element dependent module 

255 to network management application 263. 

Once received, network element dependent module 255 is added to the stored element 

dependent modules 271. In order to create an interface to new network element 251, network 

element dependent module 255 includes computer code that when executed will generate a 

common object request broker (CORBA), or other, interface to the new network element. 

Once an interface to new network element 251 had been established, network 

management application 263 can send CORBA messages to the new network element in order 

to perform Operations, Administration, Maintenance and Provisioning (OAM&P). 

Additionally, CORBA messages can be sent to new network element 251 in order to control 

the network element. 

As a further example of managing a new network element, FIG. 5 shows a flow chart 

of a process of managing a new network element in a network. The flow chart shown 

illustrates steps that can be executed by a network management application in order to manage 

a new network element. 
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At a step 301, an object change message is received. The object change message 

indicates that there is a change in network topology and an update on the topology reveals the 

address of the new network element. Using the address of the new network element, the 

network element type and software version are checked at a step 303. Although preferred 

5    embodiments utilize the network element type and software version, other embodiments can 

use either one of these characteristics or include additional characteristics. 

If it is determined at a step 305 that the network element type and software version for 

the new network element match (or are compatible) the network element type and software 

version of another network element on the network, the existing (or stored) network element 

dependent module for that network element is used at a step 307. In other words, the 

specifications for the new network element are known since there is already a network 

element dependent module for these same network element type and software version. 

Otherwise, if the network element type and software version do not match at step 305, 

the network element dependent module for the new network element is requested at a step 

309. At a step 311, the network element dependent module is utilized to create an interface to 

the new network element. The interface can be used to query the status of the new network 

element and control or manage the new network element. At a step 313, messages are sent to 

the new network element for status, configuration and the like. 

The network management application uses a graphical user interfaces to assist in 

20    managing the network elements in the network. FIGS. 6B and 6C show examples of 

graphical user interface windows for managing two different network elements, while FIG. 6A 
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shows an example of graphical user interface windows for managing of multiple, 

heterogeneous network elements at the network level. 

In FIG. 6A, a window 401 is shown for managing multiple network elements 403 

within a network. The network element independent module contains instructions for 

managing the generic functionality of all network elements. In addition, this element 

independent module provides the ability to drill-down into individual network elements where 

control is delegated to a specific element dependent module. 

In FIG. 6B, a window 501 is shown for managing a network element. The network 

element dependent module can include specifications for the network element. Such 

specifications can include a graphical representation of the network element. A graphical 

image 503 depicts the actual layout of the network element. As shown, there are seventeen 

vertical banks for inserting cards into the network element. Additionally, tabs 505 allow the 

user to access features for the network element. Tabs 505 can pertain to network element 

independent features and/or network element dependent features, from the respective module. 

In FIG. 6C, a window 601 is shown that allows a user to manage a network element 

that is different from the one shown in FIG. 6B. A graphical image 603 shows that the 

network element includes connections for multiple horizontal cards. When the status of the 

network element is determined, graphical image 603 can be updated and modified to reflect 

the actual cards that are in the network element. Features of the network element including 

network element independent features and network element dependent features can be 

accessed using tabs 605. 
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While the above is a complete description of preferred embodiments of the invention, 

various alternatives, modifications, and equivalents can be used. It should be evident that the 

invention is equally applicable by making appropriate modifications to the embodiments 

described above. Therefore, the above description should not be taken as limiting the scope of 

5    the invention that is defined by the metes and bounds of the appended claims along with their 

full scope of equivalents. 
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